
STAFF REPORT
SAUSALITO CITY COUNCIL

MEETING DATE: February 25, 2019

AGENDA TITLE: Ordinance amending Chapters 18.08 of the Sausalito 
Municipal Code, Underground Electrical Wiring and 
Facilities

LEAD DEPARTMENT: Public Works

RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

1.  Introduce and Read by Title Only An Ordinance of the City Council of the City 
of Sausalito Amending Chapter 18.08 of the Sausalito Municipal Code 
Underground Electrical Wiring and Facilities

2.  Disband the Undergrounding Committee.

SUMMARY
Chapter 18.08 of the Sausalito Municipal Code (SMC), “Underground Electrical Wiring 
and Facilities” stipulates specific requirements of undergrounding overhead utilities in 
relationship to new development and the remodel existing buildings.  Modifications to 
this section of the SMC are needed to better serve the community by providing 
additional exemptions to the code for the installation of solar panels, electric vehicles
services, replacement of antiquated service equipment and considerations for structures 
damaged in a disaster.

BACKGROUND

SMC Section 18.08.010 provides that:

“The City Council finds and determines that the public safety and 
community aesthetics require that facilities and wires for the extension of 
existing facilities for the supply and distribution of electrical energy and 
service, including communication service, shall be placed underground in 
order to promote and preserve the health, safety and general welfare of 
the public and to assure the orderly development of the City.”



In order to foster, encourage and support the use of electric cars, and solar generated 
PV electricity, the State and the City have enacted various bills and ordinances in the 
last few years to provide expedited plan review, reduced local oversight, reduced permit 
fees, and electronic submittal processes for these types of installations.  Occasionally, 
the installation of a residential rooftop solar PV system or electric vehicle charging 
station will necessitate an upgrade of the electrical service to the home.  In these cases, 
Sausalito Municipal Code section 18.08 as currently written requires the 
undergrounding of the electric and communication service laterals to the home or 
business when the service panel is upgraded.  

SMS Chapter 18.08 was originally written in 1974.  The intent of the regulations was to 
mandate the undergrounding of all new utility and communication line infrastructure; 
and require that all newly constructed residential and commercial buildings install 
underground utilities.  In addition, the regulations provide a triggering mechanism for 
requiring the undergrounding of overhead utility and communication lines for existing 
buildings as noted in section 18.08.020 B “…any residential or commercial building or 
structure or utility services being remodeled, when such remodeling requires the 
relocation or replacement of property owner’s main electrical service equipment…”.

ANALYSIS/DISCUSSION

There are several exceptions noted in Section 18.08.030 such as temporary municipal 
equipment, street lighting, equipment used for furnishing communication services, and 
temporary services for construction projects.  However, none of the exceptions cover 
the installation of solar panels.  

The intent of this Section of the SMC also relates to the aesthetic of overhead wires.  As 
such, the current regulations requires property owners to underground the overhead 
lines even if an exterior circuit panel is replaced.  Undergrounding of the overhead wires 
to a residence or business can be significantly expensive and is not commensurate with 
replacing a circuit box.

Staff has reviewed the existing exceptions in the subject regulations and recommends 
the addition of the following exceptions:

 The installation of a new service panel in conjunction with the installation of a 
small residential rooftop solar system as defined in SMC 10.70, or battery 
storage facilities related thereto, when that is the entire scope of work.

 The installation of a new service panel required to facilitate the installation an 
electric vehicle charging station in a one or two-family dwelling, when that is the 
only scope of work.

 The replacement of damaged service equipment caused by storm or vehicular 
damage and not related to a larger construction project.

 Replacement of hazardous or antiquated service equipment that is deemed 
unsafe by the City’s Chief Building Official.



 Installation of new service wires to an existing structure that are lashed to an 
existing service and present no visual change to overhead wire service.

The Undergrounding Committee was designated as the regulating body for purposes of 
administering the undergrounding regulations.  This committee was created in order to 
hear appeals and grant exceptions to the undergrounding requirement based on 
“unnecessary or unusual hardship”. The five member committee, as described in the 
regulations, is difficult to maintain, and in fact hasn’t been in existence for many years. 

In order to more efficiently administer the provisions of the regulations, in lieu of the 
Undergrounding Committee, staff is recommending that the Public Works Director and 
the Community Development Director will jointly review and act on any appeals 
received from property owners.  Staff is also recommending that the Undergrounding 
Committee be officially disbanded.

It is important to note that it is not the City’s intent to regulate the utility services in this 
area by restricting their ability to maintain or upgrade their existing facilities.  Regulation 
of utilities is managed by the California Public Utilities Commission.  For example, on 
occasion a utility may decide to modify an existing transformer in order to service the 
community.  This upgrade may require an increase in the size of the equipment and as 
such may affect the visual aesthetics of the area.  Having the City regulate the 
installation may be a violation of CPUC rules.  

On February 11, 2020 the Sausalito Legislative Committee has reviewed and approved 
of the modifications proposed by staff.

FISCAL IMPACT
There are no additional fiscal impacts to the City with this adoption.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION

1. Introduce and Read by Title Only An Ordinance of the City Council of the City 
of Sausalito Amending Chapter 18.080 of the Sausalito Municipal Code 
Underground Electrical Wiring and Facilities

2.  Disband the Undergrounding Committee

ATTACHMENTS
1. City Council Ordinance with modifications noted in Red (Draft)




